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Cirque des Freaks and Other Tales of Horror

 This
compilation of short horror stories is certain to frighten, but
also seduce. From the alluring handsome stranger disguising his
true identity as the Grim Reaper to the ancient Egyptian elite
returning after centuries to cause mayhem, and spine-tingling tales
of the full moon, vampires, werewolves, and other lurking
creatures. The Eiffel Tower is only a short distance from the
circus, with its sinister freaks coming out to play. Antique
Venetian masks serve as optical instruments to see the seducing
spirit others cannot, a mariachi is in search of his deceased lover
Adrian, and a queen of hearts card promises more is at stake when
the odds are just right. All are part of the pleasure of horror in
this compilation that delivers like the horror classics…good ole
tales of terror.
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A Masked Camaraderie

Journal
entry:

Venezia, Locanda Sant’Agostin

17 luglio 1932

 


Some mystics believe ancient cities and otherwise
smaller villages serve as prisons where histories are engraved and
even strangely repeated. Perhaps this had been a repeat, a
distorted echo in an old city, to never again become forgotten, nor
engulfed by its dark and ubiquitous waters. How could it not have
ever occurred in history—a reunion, a stranger, and a conquest? But
despite my orderly speculations, it has taken me more than a couple
of years to revisit that place of an earlier summer and to archive
the moment so, at the very least, this gruesome history may
not repeat itself, and instead become imprisoned
forever.

The year was 1929, just prior to the shattering
American stock market crash. My intuition, and old college
acquaintances, led me to Venice, where my investments guaranteed my
security and comfort at an early age. Also, it provided an
opportunity for me to focus on my writing, something I had
resentfully dismissed after graduating cum laude from
Harvard Business School. In the decade that followed, my career in
commercial investment made my father and me bitter rivals. Our
rivalry occurred after my management of my inherited investments
did not go his way. But the discrepancy of a father’s expectations
for his son is irrelevant. I mention the subject as a matter of
establishing the friction that also led me to Italy.

I ventured on to Venice, where I became reacquainted
with Phillip; his wife, Eva; and our old Harvard friend Edward.
Phillip and Edward were my fraternity brothers. Phillip had married
and was living in Venice, managing the traffic of his
father-in-law’s exporting cargo company. According to Phillip, the
highly ranked company connected Venice with other Mediterranean
ports: Alexandria, Haifa, Istanbul. He had been living there for
approximately seven years and had insisted on my visiting.

I knew Edward had only agreed to visit for the
summer to fill his mind with Phillip, and forget the failure of yet
another dwindling art exhibition he had diligently invested
the past two years in, even though he never would have admitted to
its failure. He didn’t need to. Phillip’s letter had clued me in to
his concerns for his friend’s countless futile independent gallery
exhibitions, all of which Edward’s family funded.

Still a bachelor, Edward lived on a cobblestone
street in Greenwich Village. He managed to maintain tenuous ties
with Phillip, which was about the same as I could claim. Fondly, we
had shared flasks of whiskey in our dorms and recounted foolish
experiences with girlfriends who, we insisted, could never disperse
our brotherhood.

Well, the power of women proved otherwise. At least,
such was the case for Phillip following graduation and his visit to
Venice. I wasn’t sure why, but I could sense some resentment from
Edward when I was visiting New York and happened to cross his path
at the opening opera of The Marriage of Figaro. I escorted
Estelle, a family friend, and met Edward in the crowd. That night,
I couldn’t help remembering how I had always sensed an unusually
intimate bond between Edward and Phillip. Something told me their
brotherhood was forever, despite expansive oceans and a limiting
wife.

In our exchange of letters about the reunion,
Phillip told me he was excited to see me after all these years.
However, I could tell he was more enthusiastic about Edward’s
agreement to join us than anything else. He couldn’t hide it in his
letter, at least not between the innuendos I deciphered so
well.

All that truly mattered for me was knowing I was
going to reacquaint myself with two old friends as well as rekindle
the flame for my writing.

An opportunity to live in Venice had presented
itself, and I couldn’t deny my enthusiasm, but also, I knew the new
times would be just like old times.

 


* * *

 


Upon taking a small ship over the coast of Italy,
sailing over the same eternal waters Venice shared, I immediately
grasped how elaborate the city was, even from afar. It was ages old
and yet ageless, as alluring as an individual who has captured
one’s heart. This place promised a different world, one where
fantasy became reality through its fashions and medieval
traditions, and where soirées and escorts maintained their
integrity despite the imprudence permitted by more modern
centuries. Monumental magic reflected in its dark waters, and even
the mild scents funneled along its streets would never permit
cosmopolitan complexities like automobiles to invade its ancient
paths and bridges.

The second the small ship landed on the dock, I saw
Phillip and Eva eagerly awaiting my arrival. Edward stood smiling
at their side. I recognized his pale, ghost-like skin and parted
black hair instantly. As for Phillip, a few unpleasant pounds had
come with married life, but not enough to impeach his handsome
physique or charming character. He was still the same Phillip,
capable of being labeled a ladies’ man with his deep golden-blond
waves and honey-colored eyes. His smile also remained unchanged and
engaging.

Both Edward and Phillip waved vigorously after
spotting me and rushed over, welcoming me with hugs and a brusque
patting, as if time hadn’t passed between us.

Eva, an Italian beauty with white porcelain skin,
large dark eyes, and a short, raven-dark bob, seemed amused at our
embracing behavior.

“James! Old friend!” said Phillip, reaching for
Eva’s hands. “I present to you my beautiful wife, Eva!”

“I’ve heard so much about you,” I said. “Truly, no
matter how complimentary Phillip was, he could not come close to
describing your beauty.”

Eva curtsied and then chortled, half bashfully.
“Phillip,” she began in her subtle Italian accent, her slender
fingers over her chest, “had I known your handsome friends were so
flattering, I would have demanded they visit much sooner.”

Phillip laughed, reaching for my brown leather
equipage.

“No carriages?” I asked, knowing the answer even
before I completed my question.

“Only if we were midgets and our horses were
ponies,” said Edward.

We all laughed, which reminded me how quick and
witty Edward could be.

“Ah, Edward! How I have missed you,” I said. “This
is going to be quite a summer!”

“Boys will forever be boys,” said Eva, “as you
Americans like to say.”

 


* * *

 


The fondaco building, with two lateral towers
on each end, was home to Phillip and his wife, a property Eva’s
father gave to the young couple as a wedding present. It was a
combination of Byzantine, Gothic, and Baroque architectures typical
of Venice, and it overlooked Canal Grande, known by the Venetians
as Canalasso. Its walls were the color of fresh peaches,
adorned by white concrete moldings. The interior of the residence
resembled an overly spacious penthouse, with classic tiles, sharply
arched windows, and balconies that overlooked Canalasso. An
opaque fresco of Etruscan influence, depicting a dancing female
with castanets, stretched across the grand foyer’s wall. Everything
about the fondaco smelled of the fusion of ancient city
walls and waters that funneled and lived among its citizens.

Edward and I were each given our personal room, also
overlooking the fondaco’s adjacent dark waters.

After our Mediterranean-style dinner, prepared by a
slender woman who spoke only her native language, the four of us
gathered in the large living room and began recounting old academic
stories and politics. We continued this way, nearly finishing a
bottle of French cognac, until well after midnight.

Eva retired first for the night. I thought Phillip
would be joining her, but the instant she vanished, he suggested we
men continue the night with a stroll near Canal Grande. I ruminated
on the reason: Edward and Phillip wanted to end up alone,
eventually.

Never before had I any negative thoughts about
Phillip and Edward’s intimate friendship until that night. I knew
it was because of Eva. I don’t know why, but I had immediately
become very fond of her. Perhaps it was Eva’s elegance and
congenial personality, a set of virtues I rarely encountered in
American women.

That night, I remained pasted to my comrades’ sides
as we aimlessly wandered through the night. Along the still waters,
however, I, too, grew tired and departed, leaving Edward and
Phillip on their own.

 


* * *

 


After a brunch on Toledo the next morning, the four
of us basked in the sun over the still waters, sharing a gondola
and even a bottle of champagne. Eva informed us of an annual ball
near Basilica di S. Marco she wanted us to attend.

“We will all need masks!” said Edward. “Even you two
scoundrels! Especially!”

Eva squinted, opening her silk umbrella to shield
her from the sun. “You need not worry, dear Edward. I have the
perfect eye masks for all of us.”

“Oh, yeah…” Phillip added, half smiling. “She’s been
raving about these old masks she discovered in a secret compartment
in the basement of our home.”

“Yes,” said Eva. “And I have been wanting to make
use of them. I don’t know why anyone would have stashed them away!
They’re really old, perhaps centuries. Plus, they’re quite elegant
and very well-made.”

“How exciting,” said Edward. “I’m the kind of boy
who never turns down a decadent soirée.”

“How many masks did you find?” I asked.

Eva smiled, her left eyebrow rising exquisitely.
“Four.”

 


* * *

 


That late evening, as the sky intensified its shade
of blue into one blatantly dark and permissive of auras, such as
the ones that surrounded the stars and the svelte moon that smiled
on a warm Venice below, we arrived at the elaborate ball.

Indeed, Eva had been correct about the Venetian eye
masks. Everything about their intricate detail and vibrant colors
with gold trimmings was too beautiful to have been stashed away.
Their papier-mâché and silk ribbons were in mint condition. And
although we could not pinpoint the masks’ exact age, they certainly
seemed centuries old.

Everything about the decadent ball reflected the
allure of Venice, one that continues to hold true today, like a
world separate from the rest of its country.

Elaborate gowns, coifs, and men’s silk suits of
pearl-white over white stockings seemed like an afterthought to the
array of feathered and bejeweled masks, some resembling mystical
characters. Laughter, dancing, and endless trays of champagne
circled the large hall and its coliseum interior of several floors,
each atop large marble pillars.

Eva and Edward danced together for a long part of
the night, until Phillip intervened, closing in on his wife and
planting a kiss on her without removing his mask. Eva stretched her
lips widely.

“It’s like kissing a stranger,” she told her
husband, before tossing her head back and gaily laughing.

“Very funny,” said Phillip. “I could easily say the
same, being that none of us have removed our masks.”

“Why would anyone want to show their true identity?”
Edward snarled. He seemed to be having difficulty focusing on
Phillip and Eva, revealing just how much champagne he had
consumed.

“Hey, how about something to eat?” I spoke to Edward
suddenly, attempting to divert the intense gaze he gave the
couple—Phillip in particular.

“I’m fine,” he said, partially slurring his words.
When I reached for his wrist, he pulled away defensively.

Both Phillip and Eva looked over at Edward.

“Are you okay?” asked Eva.

“I think you may have had enough, Edward,” said
Phillip.

Edward smirked, allowing a mild laugh to escape his
lips.

“I think it’s the atmosphere and the champagne,” I
said. “We’ve all had plenty tonight.”

“Well, isn’t that what masking our faces is all
about?” Edward remarked, more a statement than a question. His eyes
never left Phillip. “After all, what’s the point of wearing these
if one has to behave?”

Before anyone could answer, Edward squeezed through
the stirring crowd, disappearing in its thickness.

I ambled slowly behind, but not to follow Edward.
Instead, I picked up a glass of champagne from a passing tray, in
full agreement with Edward’s remark about the masks. He had been
right. All night it had partially and glamorously covered my face.
And, just like always, I remained aloof to all the mischievous
actions around me—masked or unmasked—without partaking.

Almost desperately, I emptied the glass with a brisk
swig.

That was when the gentleman startled me with his
words. He stood tall in white silks. The slick waves and shine of
his blond hair reflected impeccably under the light.

“They say a man should always drink slowly,” he
said. “It keeps him mysteriously intriguing.”

I looked over, discovering an ebony eye mask with
short, raven-black feathers along the sides of its almond-shaped
eyeholes. Its wearer had the most intense green eyes. They pierced
me.

“Really?” I asked, presenting my best witty smile.
“Even when aiming for utter intoxication?”

He smiled below the sheer silver trimming outlining
his black mask. Several miniature black rhinestones above its left
eyehole gleamed over the silk finish of the eye mask, further
enhancing its chic sense of elegance.

“Especially when aiming for utter intoxication,” he
said in a crisp, soothing tone. A set of flawless white and
perfectly aligned teeth shone behind his lips. His nose was as
admirably sculpted as his chin. His shoulders were broad, slanting
slightly under his Victorian-fringed silk shirt. A golden vest with
a dark paisley pattern matched his solid silk Capris. The tight
pants revealed the muscles in his thighs and, when he turned, so
did the enticing dimples along the sides of his powerfully muscular
derrière. Also, his ample calves were defined nicely
beneath his white silk stockings.

Slowly he raised his hand, opening it flatly before
me. An emerald pinky ring sparkled almost too intensely. “Marcello.
At your service.”

“James,” I said, as I took his soft, warm palm. He
clasped my hand and brought it slowly to his lips. The smack was
audible and aroused my attention.

Again, I found myself gazing into his fascinating
green eyes. I had never before known such intensity, not even with
Estelle, whose heart I had attempted to please many years earlier.
He rested his thumb under my chin, which he raised gradually so my
eyes would lock with his. Though masked, we were bold and
unconcealed—brown and green eyes aiming in one direction.

He leaned forward and whispered in my ear, “Come
with me.”

I nodded, recognizing the internal fervor that
rushes down one’s body when in a frenzy and consumed with passion.
Just as I was about to bid the soirée adieu, I heard familiar
voices calling my name.

It was Eva and Phillip, holding hands and their
champagne.

“Who’s your friend?” Eva cooed. Her large eyes moved
back and forth behind her red and gold mask.

“This is Marcello.”

“Have you seen Edward?” asked Phillip.

“No. I can’t
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